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The prospective  design permitted  the  determination of whether lymphocyte  responses are suppressed  following bereavement as a direct  consequence of  that event or whether  they represent preexisting alterations of lymphocyte function.     Changes in lymphocyte responses  during  the year  following   the death of a spouse were also assessed.     In vitro correlates of humoral and cell-mediated  immunity were measured,   including   total  lymphocyte numbers in peripheral blood,  percentage and absolute numbers of B-and T-lymphocytes,   and  stimulation of purified peripheral blood lymphocytes by  the mitogens PHA,   ConA,   and  Pokeweed mitogen  (PWM) utilizing  dose response curves.
Six Caucasian males in good health with a mean age of 65 and married to their current  spouses for an average of 28 years were studied.     Four  subjects were bereaved within  three months  of entry into the project,   the remaining at eight and  ten months.     The last immunologic measures  prior  to bereavement were  compared with those obtained for the same subjects five  to  seven weeks after bereavement
No   significant  differences were  found between  the  pre- and post-bereavement measures in total lymphocytes or  in the percentage or absolute number of T and B cells.     The response  of  purified lymphocytes to  the T cell mitogen PHA and to  the  B cell mitogen PWM were significantly depressed after bereavement.     There  was a similar trend with ConA which approached significance.
As  a means of illustrating  the time  course of  the recovery of lymphocyte stimulation,   the responses at  optimal mitogen doses for eight  subjects  are  shown in Figure   1.     It  can be  seen that suppression of lymphocyte function is  evident at  three weeks  after the death of a spouse and at six weeks   following   the  loss,   but  that lymphocyte  responses had  returned to pre-bereavement or higher levels by six months afer  the death.
Changes in nutrition,  activity and exercise  levels,   sleep,  and drug use often found in the widowed  could  influence lymphocyte function.    Our subjects,  however,  did not  report major or persistent changes  in diet or activity levels  or  in the use  of medications, alcohol,   tobacco,  or other drugs,  and no  significant changes in weight  were noted.
It  is to be noted that  there was  considerable  intra- and inter-subject variability in the lymphocyte  responses of  the bereaved  subjects.    This was due,   in part,   to the variability inherent in lymphocyte  stimulation data.     The variations may also be related  to individual styles of coping  with  the  stress  as well as time and intensity factors.obulin and   then circulates throughout  the body,   the T cell participates   itself in the immune reaction.     Small  T-lymphocytes  passing   through  the  tissues  are sensitized peripherally and then pass  down to  a  local  lymph node where  they enter  the free  areas of the  cortex follicles.     The  small
